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“ For my own part, I will not follow any master. I wish to 
find out what nature is for myself, and see her with my own 
eyes” . . . . GILBERT STUART. 


Gilbert Stuart was born December 3, 1755, of Scotch and 
early American parentage in the township of North Kingston, 
Kings, now Washington County, Rhode Island. In 1761 the 
family moved to Newport and there Gilbert Stuart received a 
meager education amid surroundings which would have stifled 
a less hardy genius than his. His first instructor in art was 
Cosmo Alexander, a Scotchman who came to Newport about 
1772 and from whom he received instruction ‘in drawing” 
and in “the ground work of the palette.’”’ That Stuart had 
shown facility in drawing prior to this time is indicated by a 
pastel, “Portrait of a Gentleman” signed “Stuart 1767,” in 
this exhibition. He accompanied Alexander to Scotland in 
1772, and returned to America 1773-1774. In 1775 he went 
to England and after two lonely and discouraging years he 
came to the attention of Benjamin West. For five years he 
worked in West’s studio where he mingled with the most dis- 
tinguished people of London. In this atmosphere were devel- 
oped Stuart’s vigorous mental powers, his ease of social bear- 
ing, and his unusual powers of conversation, all of which 
contributed in no small degree to his brilliant career. 

When his “ Portrait of a Gentleman Skating,”’ exhibited in 
the Royal Academy in 1782, brought him to the attention of 
the public, he set up a studio of his own. Then followed a 
series of achievements which established him as one of the 
leading portrait painters of London at a period when portrait 
painting had reached its highest form in British art. He was 
married in 1786 and in 1787 went to Ireland where he repeated 
his London successes. Stuart’s excessive expenditures again 
involved him in financial difficulties, an experience of his last 
years in London, and he determined to retrieve his fortunes by 
returning to America and concentrating on painting in replica 
the likeness of Washington. 


Comparatively few portraits have come to light from the 
two-year period in New York following his return in 1792-1793, 
but the importance of these justify the claim made for his 
hems nef there. In 1794 he proceeded to Philadelphia where 

e made his first portrait of Washington and added to his 
achievement a brilliant series of women’s portraits. Stuart 
created three types of Washington portraits: the ‘‘ Vaughan 
type,’’ the original of which is in the Thomas B. Clarke Col- 
lection; the ‘‘Lansdowne type,’’ from which was made the 
well-known Heath engraving; and the “Athenaeum type,” 
owned by the Boston Athenaeum but on permanent exhibition 
in the Museum of Fine Arts. Stuart made many replicas of 
each type. He followed the seat of Government to Washing- 
ton in 1803, painting portraits of Jefferson and Madison, and 
in 1805 he moved to Boston where he spent the last twenty- 
three years of his life having ‘“‘all the beauty and talents of 
Boston under his pencil.” He died in Boston July 27, 1828, 
and was interred in the Central Burying Ground on the Com- 
mon, though the exact spot is now unknown. Of the like- 
nesses of Stuart remaining, that painted by John Neagle is the 
best known but members of his immediate family preferred 
the miniature by Sarah Goodridge. Both are shown in the 
present exhibition. 

Stuart’s mind was strong and original. In a day when his- 
toric painting was accepted as the highest form of art, he reso- 
lutely concentrated on preserving the character and likeness 
of his sitters, ae as irrelevant the background or the 
accessories of dress. There seems to have been no diminution 
of his powers in his later years and he died feeling that were he 
in possession of his full physical strength better work could 
yet be done by him. The paintings in the exhibition are in 
the main from his Boston period. 


The Trustees wish to express their thanks to friends of the 
Museum for their generous codperation in making this Memorial 
Exhibition possible. 
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